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Praise for Traitor Knight

 

SFF World (online magazine)

“…a witty and action-packed page-turner that takes the classic fantasy land and adds depth, character, romance and political intrigue to brilliant effect.”—http://www.sffworld.com/2016/05/traitor-knight-by-keith-w-willis/

 

Myths, Legends, Books & Coffee Pots (blog)

“Medieval England meets fairy-tale. I soon felt at home there. All of the characters in this book had flesh on them—their individuality shone through. There was plenty of action, romance, suspense, a murder or two, a chase across the roof tops and a dragon—did I mention a dragon?”—http://maryanneyarde.blogspot.com/2016/03/traitor-knight-by-keithwwillis.html

 

 

Praise for Desperate Knight

 

 

SFF World (online magazine)

If you haven’t read Traitor Knight and you enjoy swashbuckling, heroic fantasy with a light-hearted touch and a modern feel, go and read that – and then read Desperate Knight. Thoroughly enjoyable, and now with even more dragon!—https://www.sffworld.com/2017/08/desperate-knight-by-keith-w-willis/


 

 

 

Chapter One

 

A clamor of rooks exploded through the trees, nearly drowning out the woman’s scream.

Morgan straightened in the saddle. Trouble, at last. The patrol had been boring up ‘til now. He set his heels to Arnicus’s flanks and the big gray gelding quickened his pace along the narrow trail. The birds flapped off, their raucous calls fading in the distance. A watchful silence overtook the woods, broken only by the thud of Arnicus’s hooves on the summer-dry earth.

Morgan peered through the trees, searching for the source of the cry. He knew no good reason why a woman, screaming or otherwise, should be in the middle of the King’s forest. But no matter the reason, he had to find her. Help her, if possible. He’d never been one to shy away from trouble. No soldier was, or he didn’t remain a soldier for long. He loosened his sword in its well-worn sheath.

Another shriek split the air. Arnicus leapt forward, nostrils flared and ears laid back. Morgan bent low over the horse’s neck, scanning ahead for danger. It might be a trap. The trees thinned slightly, the mottled light of the forest replaced by brighter sunshine that heralded a clearing. Suddenly Morgan jerked hard on the reins, causing Arnicus to toss his head in equine complaint. He paid little heed.

Just ahead, the trail opened out onto a serene sun-dappled clearing. The little meadow, dotted with bright patches of wildflowers, would have been charming if not for the hulking blue dragon crouched in its center.

“My God!” Morgan whispered, half curse and half prayer. Arnicus pawed the ground nervously, suggesting a strategic retreat might not be such a bad idea. Morgan didn’t blame him in the least. “Steady on, fellow,” he whispered, as much to himself as to the horse.

Despite the generally accepted notion that dragons had been extinct for centuries, this one looked pretty damned corporeal. Iridescent azure scales covered the creature’s enormous body. Huge green eyes gleamed with an alien intelligence from beneath bony brow-like ridges. Vast leathery wings rested on the creature’s back, twitching slightly as if eager to lift off into flight. Curls of steam vented from its snout, forming delicate patterns in the air.

Blast! The standard-issue dragons had been bad enough. This was one of the fire-breathing ones. And he didn’t have time to call up reinforcements from the Legion garrison at Caerfaen. This was his problem.

The dragon held a dark-haired girl in its talons, and its attention was focused exclusively on her. Which was both good and bad. Good, in that it hadn’t noticed him yet, giving Morgan a brief moment to reclaim his scattered wits. Bad, in that its attention was focused on the girl in its talons. He was going to have to act at once to have any hope of saving her.

Morgan swung down from the saddle and drew his sword. The steaming nightmare inspected the girl much as a cook might a particularly savory delicacy. She strained to free herself, wriggling and even managing to land a fierce kick on its snout. The dragon didn’t deign to notice. A surge of adrenaline fizzed through Morgan, familiar as the hilt of the sword in his hand. Well, he’d been looking for excitement, and he was about to get it. Likely a lot more than he could handle.

“Unhand that maiden!” he shouted, storming toward the monster and probable death. “Release her and prepare to meet your doom!”

The dragon, hissing like a brace of tea kettles, turned to face this interruption of its mid-morning snack of maiden flambé. Ominous rumblings sounded in the beast’s superstructure. The girl struggled harder now, a wild hope lighting her eyes.

If nothing else, perhaps he could force the dragon to drop her. Then she might have a chance to escape while Morgan kept it occupied with killing him. He heard the deep rumbling again, herald of his own doom. With a wild yell he darted forward to strike the first blow.

The sword ricocheted back off the protective scales, nearly cleaving Morgan’s head in two. His hand throbbed as if he’d just launched an attack at an anvil. Curse it, that just wasn’t fair! Fire and armor, against his insignificant sword and a worse than useless shield. Definitely not fair. He stubbornly hacked again with roughly the same effect as the girl’s kick.

The dragon tracked his progress, taking careful aim like an archer sighting on a target. Well, if he had to die, Morgan thought, it might as well be in combat with a dragon. Perhaps after he went up in flames he might go down in song. Assuming anyone found enough in the charred remains to tell who he had been. But without a doubt his death was going to be quicker and messier than it was glorious. From what he’d seen on battlefields over the years, death usually was.

The dragon opened its mouth to flame. Like a fighter desperate to get inside his opponent’s reach, Morgan flung himself directly toward the beast, clutching at its haunch. He scrabbled one-handed for purchase on the smooth scales, using the dragon’s body as a shelter against the fiery death intended for him. A roar like a thousand forges being lit at once nearly deafened him. Then the flames came, passing just overhead. The heat slammed into him like a blow from a giant, sending him reeling.

Quitting his refuge before the dragon decided to squash him, Morgan dodged around the massive hindquarters. He spared a glance up at the girl. At least the fire hadn’t harmed her. Yet. She was still trying to break free. He made another quick foray with the sword, but it was like trying to drive a butter knife into a boulder. Then a huge clawed foot lashed out, catching him in the chest. Morgan went flying.

He hit the ground with a wrenching thud, skidding on his back until he crashed against a large rock. He fumbled around for the sword. It lay halfway between him and a very smug-looking dragon. When he reached for the weapon, blinding pain shot up his arm, exploding in his scrambled brain. It didn’t seem to really matter. He was going to die, with or without the sword. Morgan swore like the Legion soldier he was.

He spared a quick glance at the girl. She watched his imminent demise with an air of resignation. Her expression almost seemed aggrieved, as if she resented having her hopes raised only to see them dashed again so quickly. The dragon took careful aim once more, opening its jaws to deliver the coup de grace. Morgan struggled to his feet and raised his shield. It was pointless, he knew, but instinct was driving him now. He stared into the gaping maw and waited for death to overtake him.

But instead of deadly fire, what emerged was a little plume of steam and a loud “Urp!”

Morgan stared. The dragon stared back, as if daring him to snicker. It took another sulphur-laden breath and gave forth what was probably intended to be a mighty roar. The effort was punctuated with another series of hiccoughs and a large wisp of acrid blue smoke.

The dragon tossed its head in a gesture of what Morgan could only interpret as frustration. It made a final effort to produce a flame, but more spasms shook the massive body. Shaking off his trancelike state, Morgan made a dash for the sword. Not that it was going to do him any good, but at least he’d have made the effort.

Looking rather sheepish, the dragon hiccoughed twice more, dropped the girl, and unfolded its wings. With two flaps it began to rise, the ascent marred by its ongoing hiccoughs. Morgan grabbed his sword in his left hand—his right still felt useless—and slashed savagely at the dragon as it gained altitude. The blade bounced off its scales again, and Morgan growled in frustration.

The spiked tail lashed almost idly in his direction. Another shudder spoiled the dragon’s aim, and what should have been a killing blow flashed harmlessly by. Morgan stood captivated as the dragon winged drunkenly away over the treetops. One final “Urp!” echoed back to him.

Good God, I’m still alive! And still had all the important bits attached.

A feminine voice broke in on his reverie. “Don’t just stand there gawking,” it commanded. “Help me up!”


 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

The girl lay sprawled in a tangled heap. Morgan sheathed his sword and extended his hands, wincing at the pain throbbing through his right arm. He ignored it and when she took his offered hands he pulled her upright.

She swayed for a moment, as if she might topple into his arms. A little part of Morgan’s brain, one he had thought well suppressed, suggested this might not be such a bad prospect. He slammed the door on this notion. He didn’t have time for such distractions, no matter how pleasant they might be.

Anyhow the girl either regained her balance or thought better of the falling-into-his-arms motif. She made a rather futile attempt to smooth out her tattered, mud-stained dress. Morgan noted a telltale trembling in her hands, but when she finally spoke her voice seemed calm, betraying no hint of her recent horror.

“Thanks,” she said. “I really didn’t think anyone would hear me scream. I figured I was going to end up as the dragon’s breakfast.”

“My lady,” said Morgan formally, “I’m happy to have been of service. Did you take any injury from your… from the…” His voice trailed off, his brain refusing to allow the word past his lips.

“Dragon,” the girl finished for him briskly. “Most definitely a dragon. I’ve seen drawings in the old storybooks, and in history texts as well. Rather a magnificent creature, wasn’t it? And no, thank you, I don’t seem to be at all hurt. Are you? He caught you a pretty good kick there. But we’re both still alive, so I guess things could have been worse, eh?”

Morgan gaped.

“You did cut it a bit fine though, didn’t you?” she went on, as calm as if she was commenting on the weather. “Another few seconds, and I would have been part of the history texts myself. First girl eaten by a dragon in three centuries. My claim to fame.”

She laughed at Morgan’s startled expression. “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. Although in about five minutes, I’m probably going to have screaming hysterics. You won’t mind too much, will you?”

“I…what?” Morgan opened and closed his mouth like a gaffed fish. She should have been quivering in horror, not bantering like this. She had as much self-control as any battle-hardened veteran. Most women—men as well, he conceded—would have already succumbed to those screaming hysterics. He was having a hard time suppressing them himself. But if she could manage it, so could he. “No, of course not,” he said. “Who could blame you?”

But as the tension of the moment drained away, it was being replaced with a strong curiosity, itching to be satisfied. “At the risk of being thought rude, who are you?” he asked. “And what are you doing out here? The forest is no place for a girl!” He looked around, but no one else emerged from the safety of the trees. “And you’re all alone, aren’t you? No escort?”

“No, no escort,” she replied with a shake of her head, the gesture a mixture of defiance and wariness. Subtle golden flecks in her brown eyes gave her a slightly exotic look at odds with the plain sensibility of her green walking dress and sturdy boots. Morgan wrested his attention back to her words as she added, “I’ve never needed one before.”

Interesting. This girl was no delicate flower if she traipsed about the forest on her own. As far as Morgan could tell, most of the ladies at court felt quite daring if they chanced to stroll through the palace gardens. A tramp through the woods? Not likely.

Which made her an object of suspicion. Because this would be an excellent place for a clandestine rendezvous. Well, except for the dragon, of course. But all in all, this secluded clearing, far from prying eyes, would be an ideal meeting place for someone with treason in mind. Someone passing sensitive information to agents of King Varsil, monarch of Kilbourne’s aggressive neighbor to the north, Rhuddlan.

Someone was doing just that, as Morgan knew all too well. There was a traitor in their midst, someone highly placed. In all likelihood one of the men on the Royal Council, of which Morgan was a member. That person was funneling political and military intelligence to the Rhuddlanis. Information that would make it much easier for them to mount another invasion attempt into Kilbourne territory. One Morgan and the Legion he commanded would find hard to halt this time.

Morgan’s current assignment, known to only two other men, was to determine the source of the leak and stop it. Was it possible this girl was a courier, acting for the traitor? Had he unwittingly stumbled on a lead to his quarry? He scanned her face for some trace of duplicity, but found none. Actually, all he could see were those fascinating gold-flecked eyes.

She regarded him in turn with less enthusiasm than might have been expected from someone who’d just been rescued from certain death. Of course, Morgan temporized, her reaction might be due to the realization that her rescuer wasn’t the typical knight in shining armor. His unusual heritage was writ plain to see in his features. They didn’t call him the Dark Knight for nothing. Although not to his face, at least not anymore. He thrust this thought away and resumed his scrutiny. Their eyes met for a brief moment and Morgan felt a sudden chill course through him, as if the sun had passed behind a cloud. Odd. Perhaps she was up to something.

Yet his instincts told him she was more likely just an innocent victim of circumstance, in the wrong place at the wrong time. He’d long since learned to trust those instincts. Still…

“You’re a frequent visitor to the forest?” Morgan kept his tone mild, but added just a touch of steel. He needed answers. Needed to be sure she wasn’t linked to the traitor he was supposed to uncover. The traitor most people assumed was Morgan McRobbie, Knight-Commander of the King’s Legion. The Dark Knight.

“Actually, yes,” she replied.

He couldn’t decide if she looked guilty, or merely annoyed at being challenged. But he pressed on. “All right, I’ll ask again—who are you, and what are you doing out here?”

Morgan found himself on the receiving end of a fierce glare. “If you were going to be beastly,” she said, biting off each word, “perhaps you should have just left me to my dragon.”

As Morgan choked on this, her belligerent expression softened. She gave what might under other circumstances have almost been a faint smile. “Oh, very well. I suppose, since you rescued me, you have the right,” she conceded. “My name is Marissa duBerry. I’m lady-in-waiting to Queen Gwyndolyn. I’m here because I came to collect flowers for the queen’s boudoir.” She indicated with a gesture what once might have been a basket, now trampled flat under the dragon’s weight. “Oh, look, the foul creature sat on them!”

Either she was an excellent actress, or her story was true. To his surprise Morgan found his credulity still intact. Trust your instincts.

She continued, “I often walk in the forest, gathering flowers for the queen’s pleasure. The day was so pleasant that I went a bit farther afield than normal. But bandits and ogres wouldn’t dare come around here. And I certainly never thought to encounter a dragon.” She shivered at the memory. “I didn’t think dragons even existed anymore.”

“Neither did I,” Morgan admitted, relaxing his own guard a little. “If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t have believed it.” He rubbed his aching arm. It wasn’t broken, by some miracle, although he was going to have a marvelous batch of bruises to show for this little escapade. If he hadn’t been wearing a mail shirt, the dragon’s kick would have likely torn him in two. As it was, it just felt like it had.

“You should be safe now,” he said. “I don’t think it will be back, now it knows there’s a knight here to challenge it.”

“Let’s hope so.” Her voice was dubious, and she glanced up toward the sky. “Although,” she murmured, “it didn’t seem so much concerned as indisposed. Ah well…” She cocked her head, reminding Morgan of a pert and inquisitive sparrow. “And so, bold knight,” she went on, “having saved me from the dragon, what reward would you claim?”

Morgan bowed. “None at all,” he said. “Your thanks are payment enough. It’s my oath-bound duty to see justice done and evil banished from the kingdom.”

Her eyes narrowed. “My word! Did they teach you that in knight school?” The sarcasm dripped from her voice like honey from a hive. “A pretty speech and a most noble sentiment. It does you credit, I’m sure. But you shall have some reward. I won’t have it said any man had a claim on me.”

Morgan shook his head. “Nay, m’lady. You have thanked me, and that will suffice.”

Her eyes flashed dangerously and her voice was filled with agitation as she demanded, “Would you deny me?” Her hands began to tremble again. She quickly clasped them together and smiled up at him. It was a bright and brittle smile which looked as if it could dissolve into either sobs or hysterical laughter without warning. “I wish to grant you a boon. Are you churlish enough to refuse a lady so?”

Hmm. Was her offer intended to distract him from asking more questions? He mentally tossed a coin, which came up on the side of no. “As you wish,” he replied. “I will accept your gracious offer, since you insist. You may satisfy your obligation by having dinner with me this evening.”

Morgan blinked in surprise. Good lord, why had he made such a request? His dratted instincts taking over again, no doubt. With all the concerns he had to juggle at the moment, he couldn’t afford the distraction a girl would present. No matter how interesting her eyes might be.

“Have dinner with you?” she repeated slowly, as if the concept were completely alien to her.

Morgan nodded, not trusting himself to speak. Having made his request, he was not about to go back on it now. Instincts, trust your instincts. The refrain rang through him almost like the toll of a bell.

“Why?” she demanded, hands on her hips. She brought to mind a stern schoolmistress from his distant past, challenging why a certain young boy didn’t have his sums completed. It was rather daunting. Under the force of her glare Morgan grasped desperately for explanations. Unfortunately the only thing he could come up with was the truth, and it was something less than diplomatic.

“You’re… different…” He trailed off, a flush rising to his hairline. Damn it, he wasn’t good with words. Give him a sword any day. Although right now he just wanted to fall on one.

She grimaced. “Not exactly a courtier, are you? If that was intended as a compliment, I think I should return it for repairs. It seems to lack a certain something.”

Morgan groaned to himself; she must think him a babbling idiot. That impertinent part of his brain piped up again, wondering just why he cared. He ignored it.

“I’m sorry, I’m not putting it well,” he said, scrambling to think how to explain without offending her any further. “All right, look. Ninety-nine girls out of a hundred, having been snatched up by a dragon and rescued in the nick of time, would have murmured ‘My hero!’ and swooned at her rescuer’s feet.”

“A bit hard, all that murmuring and swooning,” Marissa observed.

“That’s exactly what I mean! You have a different outlook on things. No swooning, no murmuring. Instead, you calmly dust yourself off and start in by berating me for my tardiness. I’ve never met a woman—anyone—like you, and…” He looked at her helplessly. “Dinner?”


 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

Marissa regarded her rescuer with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion. He’d been so bold as he had faced the dragon. Now he just looked nervous. As if he was unsure of himself? Or of her?

Well, it didn’t matter, did it? If a dinner together was the worst she had to endure, so be it. After all, he had rescued her. She had a good idea what reward most of the so-called “gentlemen” of her acquaintance would have exacted. On the whole, the attentions of the dragon would be preferable. One evening in this knight’s company should be tolerable in exchange for her life.

Decision made, she replied, “Very well, Sir Knight, I will accept your invitation.” She narrowed her eyes again. “Peculiar though it and your explanation both seem. But first, tell me your name. You seem to have neglected to do so.”

Her champion hesitated. Finally he said, “I do beg your pardon, m’lady. Sir Morgan McRobbie, of the King’s Legion. At your service.” He made an elegant bow.

“Morgan Mc…” She recoiled as if another dragon had suddenly hoven into view. “Oh! That…” She couldn’t stop the look of burgeoning horror she knew must be spreading across her face.

She should have recognized him before. If only because of his dark complexion, so different from almost every other man in Caerfaen. In the excitement of the moment she’d just chalked it up to a man who lived his life outdoors, exposed to the sun and weather. But no, this was Morgan McRobbie all right. Morgan the half-breed, some called him. And worse. Although not within his hearing.

And he wasn’t just “of the King’s Legion”—he was the King’s Legion. Knight-Commander, in fact, and dashing hero of the wars against the Rhuddlani invaders. Of all the people who could have come to her rescue. Morgan McRobbie. The man everyone whispered had turned traitor against Kilbourne.

Was he out here to meet an enemy agent? To hand over information the Rhuddlanis could use to try and invade Kilbourne again? Had she—and the dragon—interrupted something sinister?

Her expression must have given her away. Sir Morgan heaved a sigh. “Aye, m’lady, that one,” he acknowledged. “And now, should you wish to decline my invitation I will certainly understand. There are few enough who wish to be seen with the likes of me.”

She’d been about to do just that. Then Marissa caught an unexpected flash of despair in Morgan’s eyes, so overwhelming as to crumble her resolve under the weight of it. Does he suffer so because he’s a traitor? Or because he isn’t? Well, it didn’t matter. It wasn’t in her to refuse him.

“I have already accepted your invitation,” she told him. “I would not be counted false. Even if you are as black as is rumored…” she trailed off as he grimaced. Marisa flushed, realizing the statement cut two ways. She gathered herself and soldiered on. “Still and all you did save my life, and I’m in your debt. I suppose my reputation can stand a wee bit of tarnish.”

“Lady Marissa, you don’t have to…”

She cut him off with a raised hand. “Sir Morgan, I have given you my answer. Shall we stand here and debate it until the dragon returns?” She glowered. “At what hour shall I expect you?”

It looked like he was about to choke, although whether from annoyance or amusement, it was difficult to tell. He finally seemed to regain control enough to reply, “Half past seven, if it suits your convenience.”

“I shall await…” A shadow fell across them, nearly blotting out the sun. Looking skyward Marissa spied the dragon, high overhead.

Its great wings were outstretched and it rode a current of air in an aspect of silent menace. Then it wobbled slightly. Another hiccough? If the dratted thing regained its ability to flame, it likely would be on them again, looking to continue the fight. Looking to gobble them both down. As they watched, the dragon roared, and then produced a spectacular gout of flame. Drat!

It began a lazy descent.

Marissa tore her gaze from the dragon and back to Sir Morgan. “I think,” she observed, “it knows there is a knight here who would challenge it. Do dragons, I wonder, enjoy a challenge?”

He ignored this well-aimed barb, changing from nervous to confident again in an instant. It was an amazing transformation. A fierce gleam lit his eye as he scanned the terrain, no doubt picking a spot from which to make a stand. He exuded a palpable air of confidence and competence. Indeed, even of nobility.

It was a little disconcerting. Rather like watching a rabbit suddenly turn about and begin to hunt a fox. This was definitely a man to be reckoned with, she realized with a little frisson. If he was a traitor to Kilbourne, he would be a most dangerous one.

“M’lady,” he said, “I should get you back to Caerfaen at once. If the dragon returns you’ll be in grave danger while I fight him. Having managed by sheer luck to rescue you once, I wouldn’t wish to tempt fate a second time.”

She wasn’t about to let him get the last word in. “You mean he’d swoop down here and char both of us on the spot, don’t you?” she observed. “Very well, let us away. I wouldn’t want to be roasted and eaten quite yet. You’ve promised to stand me a dinner.”

Morgan stared at her, his mouth opening and closing, but no words emerged. Finally, shaking his head he said, “So I have.” He turned and gave a sharp whistle.

An answering whinny and the pounding of hooves heralded the appearance of a huge gray horse at the edge of the clearing. It galloped toward them, stopping in a cloud of dust and rearing to paw the air with steel-shod hooves.

Marissa eyed the stallion in awe. “He’s magnificent!” she exclaimed.

“This is Arnicus,” Morgan informed her proudly. In an undertone, he muttered, “He’s rather a show-off when he’s got an audience.” The horse nickered and regarded Morgan with an air of reproach. Marissa stifled a chuckle as Morgan continued, “He’s served me well over the years and has gotten me out of several tight spots in our time together.”

“Good, he can get us out of this one. Less talk and more leaving, Sir Morgan. The dragon’s on his way. I don’t know about you, but I don’t relish the thought of a second engagement.”

Marissa found herself practically tossed up onto the horse’s back. Morgan mounted in front of her. “You heard the lady,” he told the horse. Marissa grabbed at Morgan’s waist for support as he shook the reins. “Now, Arnicus!” he cried, and the great horse leapt forward at a speed which was almost dizzying.

Marissa had not been on a horse in years, and never one as fast, or as enormous, as Arnicus. Corded muscles like steel bands rippled beneath her legs as the great gray ran through the trees. She looked down. It was a long way to the ground from up here!

She clutched at Morgan in a determined effort to maintain her seat as they crashed through the forest, stifling a wild laugh. Had she been saved from the clutches of a fearsome dragon only to be killed by falling off a speeding warhorse ridden by a traitorous knight?

Behind them, the dragon roared. In frustration at their escape? Or in triumph at having driven them off? She decided she didn’t really care to find out which.

“Can’t this nag go any faster?” she yelled into Morgan’s ear.

He spared a quick glance back at her, shrugged, and kicked the horse’s flanks. Arnicus shot through the forest paths like he had been hurled from a catapult. The dragon roared again.


 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

“Was that fast enough for you?” Morgan couldn’t quite keep the tone of smug satisfaction out of his voice. He assisted Marissa down from Arnicus in front of the town house she’d explained her parents maintained in Caerfaen.

Even wind-blown and exhausted, she displayed a surprising measure of calm self-assurance. “Yes, well done,” she replied.

Morgan chuckled. She must be a quivering mass of nerves under the surface. But she certainly had spirit. She wasn’t going to let him see her dissolve into those screaming hysterics she’d mentioned.

So he merely asked quietly, “May I still call for you this evening?”

She appeared to consider, finally nodding. “Half past seven,” she confirmed, and Morgan started breathing again.

Which was odd, since he hadn’t realized he’d stopped.

She looked down at her mud-spattered dress and boots, a rueful expression on her face. “It may take me until then to get cleaned up.”

Morgan swung back up onto Arnicus. “I shall count the hours,” he said.

And mentally cursed his blasted instincts for taking control of his brain again, along with his tongue. Hastily bowing from the saddle, he rode off before those instincts could get him into any more trouble.

After installing Arnicus in his stable, Morgan strode up the King’s Way toward what had become his second home. The Knight-Commander’s office in the palace was the command center for all Legion activities. From there he could alert his captains and set things in motion. Scouts, patrols, defensive units—all these had to be activated and sent into the field.

It took longer than he would have liked, but then these things always did. Finally satisfied he’d done all he could, Morgan set out to find the king and spoil his day.

As he navigated the palace corridors Morgan encountered clerks, diplomats, and functionaries, all scurrying hither and yon like the denizens of a disturbed ant nest. A minor court official whom Morgan knew slightly entered the corridor and ended up walking alongside.

Morgan nodded politely in his direction. The man gave a distracted grunt of greeting, apparently lost to his own concerns. Suddenly he started and shied like a spooked colt as he realized just who was walking next to him. Morgan suppressed a sigh as Marissa’s words rang in his ears— “…even if you are as black as is rumored.”

It shouldn’t have bothered him. It had been said many times before, and would no doubt be said often in days to come. But when she said it the words stung like nettles. Perhaps because he had just saved her from an extremely unpleasant fate?

He’d expected a bit more in the way of gratitude and a little less acerbity. Not necessarily the swooning and murmuring she’d dismissed out of hand, but… damn it, he grumbled, damsels in distress just weren’t what they used to be.

Although, he admitted, saving her skin had been more bloody good luck than due to any of his own efforts. Nice skin it was. She… Stop that, he chided, trying to shake himself out of this reverie. Dragon, must consider the dragon! He couldn’t let himself get distracted by a girl. He had a vital mission to complete, and now a dragon to capture as well. Anyway, she wasn’t going to be interested in someone like him.

Someone like him. He grimaced, even as he acknowledged that many of the ladies of Rhys’s court seemed to find him, if not attractive, at least an interesting curiosity. His swarthy complexion evidently engendered a certain fascination, and there had been quite a flock of pale, willowy beauties trying to capture his fancy. Especially after the passing of his father.

Morgan’s elevation to the title of Viscount Westdale, with its accompanying large holdings of land and substantial income, no doubt presented an even more desirable attraction. Morgan could have had his pick of the cream of Caerfaen’s women for the asking. But he hadn’t allowed himself to fall into that trap. His parents had wed for love, and Morgan hoped he might follow the same course. Someday.

Now this Lady Marissa—somehow he couldn’t see her being interested merely because he was an exotic novelty. She seemed too straightforward for such games. But the memory of the ride with her back to Caerfaen flooded through his uncooperative mind.

The feel of her hands as they gripped his waist, sending an unaccustomed tingle through his frame. The press of her body against his back as Arnicus sped through the forest. Pleasant daydreams in which he was gazing into deep brown eyes, or kissing soft lips.

Well, he doubted there was going to be much in the way of gazing, and certainly even less with regards to lips. Her reaction when she had learned his name hadn’t been particularly surprising, but it still rankled.

Those blasted rumors! And he couldn’t even deny them. To her, or to anyone. He was caught fast in a snare of his own making. Well, mostly the making of King Rhys and that devious little Holman Barzak, Rhys’s spymaster.

Not that it mattered who had engineered this mess. He was considered a villain by most of Caerfaen, and there wasn’t a blasted thing he could do about it. Just the opposite, in fact. He needed to promote the notion if the scheme was to work.

And it was working. The fellow who had ducked away so hastily just now was a prime example. Morgan noted the mixture of smiles and glares with which people in the palace greeted him. The latter outweighed the former by a significant margin. He returned all greetings with a pleasant nod of his own—no need to give away any indication of his own frustration. It wasn’t easy, but he managed it.

But it was a good indicator of the mood of Caerfaen. Morgan scowled and picked up his pace. By the time he arrived at the King’s Study, the chamber in which Rhys might generally be found during the day if he was not holding court, Morgan was seething with suppressed frustration.

The Royal Lancer posted to guard duty halted his progress. Saluting, the guard told him “His Majesty’s in discussion with Lord Everett, Commander.” He glanced over his shoulder toward the door, and muttered, “The shouting’s just about stopped, so I reckon they’re almost done.”

Morgan grinned appreciatively. Lord Everett Gregorn, Minister of the Exchequer, was no doubt complaining about the state of the treasury.

“Lord Everett,” Rhys had confided to Morgan over a convivial pint of ale one evening, “looks upon the treasury much as a mother looks upon her first-born child. On the one hand, a sense of wonder at its rare beauty. On the other, immense pride that she should have brought such a thing into the world. I sometimes wonder if he sleeps upon a mattress in the Vault, as a mother keeps vigil in the nursery.”

The door opened abruptly and Lord Everett stalked out. He gave Morgan a cursory nod and hurried off. The guard rapped his pike on the stone floor and stepped into the royal presence to announce Morgan.

“Come in, Morgan, come in!” called his monarch. “It will be a relief to see someone who won’t heap curses on this weary old head!”

“I wouldn’t be so sure.”

Rhys Gwynfallis furrowed his brow but refrained from comment. Dismissing the guard, he gestured for Morgan to sit. “Well? Should I have asked him to stay and protect me?”

Morgan snorted, and Rhys went on, “So, what seems to be the problem?”

“Five to one,” Morgan blurted. At Rhys’s baffled look he laughed. “Sorry, I don’t mean to be mysterious. I’m just frustrated. On the way over here I counted the types of greetings I got. Five glares, some with muttered imprecations included, for everyone salute or smile. I can’t take much more of this, Rhys!”

Sighing gustily, Rhys slumped in his chair. “I know, Morgan. One of the most difficult decisions a man can make is to sacrifice the honor of his good name upon the altar of higher duty. Believe me, I hear it as well. All those helpful souls who want to make sure I’m aware of what I’m harboring on Council. I’d allowed myself to hope you were here to tell me you’d gotten a bite.”

Morgan ran his fingers through his close-cropped hair. “No, not a bloody thing.” He scowled. “So far, the only result of this scheme has been to blacken my reputation, likely beyond repair. Everyone in Caerfaen thinks I’m a villain of the first order. If I don’t find the leak on Council and plug it, the Rhuddlanis will soon have all the information about our defenses they need to mount another invasion. One we won’t be able to stop this time.”

“I really do think Barzak’s scheme is a good one. You have access to a tremendous amount of sensitive information. Our friend Varsil would pay dearly to get his hands on it. Since the rumors about you have taken hold, the hook is baited. Hopefully whoever’s passing our secrets to the Rhuddlanis will try to make contact with you. Try and recruit you, in point of fact.”

“I don’t know, Rhys,” said Morgan. “If he’s been smart enough to elude Holman Barzak up to now, do you really think he’s going to fall for this? I’m no spy. I don’t have the subtlety necessary for intrigue. I certainly don’t have the thick skin required. Of course I’ve gotten used to the whole ‘half-breed’ thing over the years. But that’s something I have no control over—I am what I am, for good or ill.”

Rhys opened his mouth, but Morgan stopped his words with a fierce look. “Rhys, you know it’s true,” he said. “But you also know I’ve gotten where I am in spite of my so-called dubious heritage. You should—you’re the one who put me here.”

Rhys nodded. “I wouldn’t have made you Knight-Commander of the Legion if I hadn’t thought you the best man for the job. Despite your ‘dubious heritage,’ as you put it. Damn it, Morgan! You know full well you being part Orskan has no meaning to me. The world is changing. Maybe not fast enough, but it is changing. You are my Knight-Commander, and a good man, and no one can say different.”

Morgan inclined his head. “Thanks Rhys. I wasn’t fishing for compliments, but it’s nice to hear. As I said, that part doesn’t bother me. But being thought a traitor to king and country? It’s starting to get to me, all the things people are saying. Mostly behind my back, which is bad enough. But some of them are saying it right to my face. A couple of times it’s been all I could do not to actually call someone out.

Morgan took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “And don’t tell me to just ignore it. I can’t, Rhys. You know,” he went on, his tone musing, “it used to be when boys saw me in the street they’d say ‘Look! There goes the Commander of the Legion! Ain’t he grand?’ Now they spit on the ground when they see me coming.”

Rhys winced. “Morgan, I understand what you’re going through. It was no easier for me to ask this of you than it is for you to do it. For you to have willingly brought this upon yourself provides an additional sting. But it is necessary, my friend. I appreciate what you’re doing.”

“Oh, I understand the reason behind it,” he acknowledged. “It’s just damned hard when men I had counted as friends cut me dead in the street. It’s as if the whole of Caerfaen was simply awaiting the notion that the Knight-Commander of the Legion might be disloyal. I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up, Rhys.”

“Let’s give it a little longer,” Rhys suggested. “Say another week. If nothing happens by then, we’ll consider calling it a bad job.”

Morgan ran his hands through his hair again and nodded. “Fine. But I’ll tell you this—you’re going to have the devil’s own time trying to convince people it was all just a trick designed to expose the real traitor. Especially if it doesn’t pan out. I’m almost beginning to believe it myself…”

“Just leave that to me and Barzak,” said Rhys. “And Morgan? Thank you.”

Morgan gave a wry grin. “The things I do for my king,” he said, shaking his head. “Oh, and by the way…” He paused, leaving Rhys in suspense.

Finally Rhys gave in to his curiosity. “Well?” he demanded.

“I thought you should know—there’s a dragon running about loose in Kilbourne Forest.”


 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

The tankard of ale Rhys had just picked up tilted precariously. Morgan reached across the table to steady it. Rhys looked at the tankard blankly for a moment, then set it carefully back on the table. He heaved a sigh and shook back his long black hair, revealing a face that looked suddenly aged beyond his thirty years.

“Are you serious?” he asked. Morgan nodded.

“But all the dragons are gone!” Rhys protested, as if this would change the facts. “For hundreds of years. They’re the stuff of legend, nothing more.”

No one knew why the dragons had disappeared from the realms of men, or where they had gone. It was enough that they were gone. Mighty and noble beasts they might have been, but no king really wanted one in his back garden, snaffling maidens and incinerating knights.

“Well, the one I saw was a lot more than legend,” Morgan pointed out. “It was pretty damned substantial, in fact. Huge, blue, and breathing fire!”

Rhys looked ready to argue the point. Then he shrugged, sighed and said, “All right. Tell me.”

“This morning, I decided I needed a change from routine. I took Arnicus and headed out for a ride through the forest. Thought I might run across an Ogre or something to provide me with some distraction. Something to take my mind off the condition of the Legion, this blasted traitor, and the rumors about me.”

Morgan gave a précis of his fight with the dragon and rescue of Marissa duBerry.

Rhys shook his head as if he were a dog trying to dislodge a pesky flea. “I just can’t believe it,” he said.

“What I can’t believe,” Morgan said with a wry grin, “is how I managed to escape with nothing more than a nice crop of bruises. And managed to rescue the girl in the bargain. By all rights both of us should be enjoying a nice view of the dragon’s insides at the moment.”

Rhys grimaced. “A lovely thought,” he said. “And what of Lady Marissa? She wasn’t injured?”

“No, and it’s a damned miracle. I was sure when the dragon tried to scorch me it would get her as well. But she was fine. A bit shaken up is all—as who wouldn’t be?” Morgan assured him. “I was myself. Still am, actually. But she’s fine.”

“I’m glad,” Rhys said. “She is a good friend to Gwyndolyn. She seems a nice girl, if a little abrupt sometimes.”

Morgan snorted. “Abrupt doesn’t quite seem to cover it. She actually took me to task for leaving things so late.”

“Ah, that sounds like our Lady Marissa, all right.” Rhys chuckled. “She’s not one to keep her opinions to herself. I trust she proved sufficiently grateful?”

Morgan found himself reluctant to relate this part, even to Rhys. “She was horrified when she realized just who had rescued her. I think she might have preferred the dragon to me. But she’s agreed to dine with me this evening by way of thanks.”

“Indeed?” Rhys’s brows rose to unprecedented heights. “Well, well. You have a decided reputation for discouraging the attentions of the ladies, Morgan. If one of them has captured your fancy at last, it will be news…” 

Morgan hastily waved this away.

Rhys didn’t bother to suppress his grin. He continued, “The point is that if dragons are returning at last, we need to be prepared. When you challenged the beast, it was obviously disconcerted. But there’s a good chance it didn’t actually leave the area. Hopefully there are no others about, but who knows? I think we should mount patrols to keep a watch for any signs of its return.”

“Already attended to,” Morgan assured him from his role as Knight-Commander. “I have four squads on their way out into the forest even as we speak. Armed to the teeth and ready for trouble.”

“Excellent!” declared Rhys. “Morgan, you know as well as anyone that the safety of the kingdom is my first concern. I’ll have the heralds announce this news and the fact that the Legion is out searching for the dragon and ready to protect the kingdom from any attack. Hopefully we can forestall any widespread panic once news of the dragon starts flying.”

“Or when the dragon starts flying,” Morgan observed under his breath.

Rhys ignored this aside. “All right, keep me advised on your progress. We have a tentative peace with the Rhuddlanis at the moment, but we don’t need the distraction of a dragon running loose in the kingdom. It would be just like Varsil to strike while the Legion is chasing about after it.”

“With all due respect, I doubt if anyone in Rhuddlan has any notion there even is a dragon. After all, it only happened this morning. Their spies—oh, wait, that would be me, wouldn’t it? —would still take a few days to get word back to Varsil, I imagine. It would take more time yet for the Rhuddlanis to mount any kind of concerted attack. But I’ve ordered extra patrols around the city, just in case, and additional drills to keep the men in a state of readiness. I’ve also ordered some scouts sent north to keep an eye on the routes into Kilbourne.”

“Well done, Morgan. It appears you’ve thought of everything. Varsil certainly isn’t above making another effort to invade again, in spite of the treaty he signed last year. I know you’re concerned the Legion isn’t up to the task of defending us against another invasion.”

“Concerned doesn’t begin to do it justice,” said Morgan, chopping the air with a hand. “With the losses we suffered last year, we really won’t be anywhere near full strength for at least another year at best. I’ve reinforced the garrisons in Dunstanshire and Cormaine as best I could—we’ve sent a lot of good men north. But if Varsil manages to field a full-blown invasion force and sneak across the Devil’s Teeth without our knowing, he could overrun them easily enough. It would be really hard to move our forces here in Caerfaen north in time to stop him again, even assuming we had the troop strength to do so.”

“Yes, but we wiped out an awful lot of Varsil’s regular troops at Noordstrom,” Rhys reminded him. “He won’t easily recover from such a blow. Well, you know, you were there.”

“I was there,” Morgan acknowledged with a bitter smile. “As were you. Which is why we’re both where we are right now.”

It had been during the siege of Noordstrom that Rhys’ father, King Llewellyn, had perished with a Rhuddlani crossbow bolt in his heart. Morgan had watched Rhys as he held his dying father in his arms. Then Morgan had led the enraged Kilbourne troops in a sweeping massacre of the invaders. Not a single Rhuddlani soldier had escaped the resulting carnage.

“I’ve heard rumors,” Morgan said slowly, “that Varsil has given the order to begin conscripting soldiers. If they’re true, it could be a problem. I’m nervous, Rhys. I’ve been running myself and my captains ragged trying to get the men we have back into condition, and to locate and train up new recruits. But damn it, it feels like an uphill struggle all the way. We still have a lot of good men, but nowhere near enough…”

Rhys said, “And Varsil, the tricky devil, would certainly be more than happy to use something like this distraction against us if he possibly could. So let’s take care of this dragon problem right away!”

“By your command, Sire! With any luck, he’s flown off to Parthane. Or perhaps to Rhuddlan.” Morgan grinned evilly. “If not, well, his head will look nice over the fireplace in the Great Hall, won’t it?”

Rhys roared, “That’s the spirit!” His laughter subsided, and he said, “One more thing, Morgan.”

He looked inquiringly at his liege lord.

Rhys said, “Make sure you’re not trying to do this all yourself. You have good officers under you—make sure you’re delegating some of the responsibilities to them, eh? I know you want to be involved in everything, but trust me. You can’t. I know, I’ve tried. Even a king has to know when to step away and let someone else handle things on occasion.”

Morgan chuckled ruefully. “All right, I’ll try. But—”

“No buts,” interrupted Rhys. “Concentrate on doing the things only you can do and hand off the rest. Consider it a royal order if you must, but do it. It will benefit everyone. I need you, Morgan. Need your experience, and your counsel. Especially with this other worry, about the informer—”

He broke off as a knock sounded at the inner door and a young page hesitantly entered the chamber.

“What is it, lad?” Rhys asked.

“Begging your pardon, Your Majesty,” said the page apologetically, “but the queen wishes to speak to you as soon as may be. She says it regards Prince Robbie.” Prince Robert Anthony, aged seven, was Rhys and Gwyndolyn’s only son, and the joy of his father’s existence. As well as, on occasion, the bane of it.

“Oh, dear,” sighed the king as he rose to assume the role of doting parent. “The life of a father is never dull. I wonder what the lad has done to upset his mamma now. Last week he swiped her best emeralds—he was playing at something, and they were the rare jewels which the brave knights had to protect from the outlaws. Gwyn was fit to be tied.” He chuckled reminiscently, then said, “Keep me posted, Morgan.” And he was gone.


 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

For reasons she couldn’t begin to fathom, Marissa had been reluctant to allow Morgan to see her succumb to those hysterics she’d threatened. Now, as she dragged her aching body up the steps to the house her parents maintained in the capitol, she was nearly overcome by weariness. She stood on the stoop, shaking uncontrollably, unable even to lift her arm to rap the knocker.

Allowing herself one final shudder she stiffened both her spine and her resolve and lifted the knocker. “Obviously, tangling with a dragon takes a lot out of a girl,” she muttered.

The knocker fell with an accustomed thump that was comforting, in its own way. She was safe now. Safe. She repeated the word in a whisper, as if saying it again would make it so.

The door opened. Rose, the housemaid, peered out. Her eyes grew wide at the sight of her mistress standing on the stoop in complete disarray. “A little mishap, Rose,” Marissa told her as she entered. Rose just stood there, staring as if she’d never seen a woman in tattered garments before. “You can close the door now,” Marissa prompted.

“Oh, sorry, Your Ladyship,” Rose managed to squeak. Her round, pink face bore such an expression of bewilderment that Marissa had to stifle a wild laugh. “But you…”

Marissa cut her off. “I’m going upstairs to clean up. Send Briana up right away.” She turned away and contemplated the stairs, which gave every appearance of being as insurmountable as a snow-covered mountain range. Marissa’s limbs groaned in protest at the prospect, but she put one weary foot on the bottom stair, grasped the railing, and began the long journey up to her bedchamber.

The front door thudded closed. Evidently Rose had gotten over her shock. By the time Marissa gained the sanctuary of her bedchamber she could hear Briana, her personal maid, flying up the stairs like a whirlwind.

There was a cursory knock and then the door was thrown open. Briana entered and surveyed the wreckage. She shuddered. “Did you tumble into a mud hole, m’lady? It’s the only possible explanation.” She sniffed. “Ugh. You reek! What on earth happened?”

“I tangled with a dragon,” Marissa informed her. It was almost a pleasure to watch the maid’s mouth drop open at this news. Before Briana could compose herself enough to reply, she went on, “I need a hot bath and a bottle of wine. Now. Then I’ll tell you all about it.”

“Right away, m’lady!” In the face of such direct orders Briana was forced to abandon her curiosity for immediate action. She hurried out, bawling for Rose, and Marissa turned to the task of removing her mud-caked boots and dress.

The boots, she decided, might be salvageable. The dress might just as well be burned. It reeked of dragon and was torn in so many places that—good heavens, Sir Morgan might well have been treated to quite a view. She grimaced, poking a hand through a particularly large rip in the back. Shaking her head resignedly she tossed the dress to the floor. Nothing could be done about it now. If he had seen more than he should, he certainly hadn’t tried to take advantage of it. Points to him for that, at least.

Briana bustled back in, accompanied by Rose and Cook, all bearing steaming pails of water. Marissa waited until everyone but Briana had departed to finish undressing and sink into the bath. The hot water closing around her was as delicious as a warm blanket. Her tension ebbed away like a tide. She accepted a glass of wine, took a healthy sip and then another. Soon the warmth spread inside as well as out.

Briana sat on a nearby stool, mouth agape as Marissa described her adventures. “He came charging up, shouting and waving his sword at the dragon. He looked so very brave, and so very foolish. I was certain we were both going to die…” She shivered and took another sip of the spiced wine.

“What happened?” demanded Briana. “Did he slay it?”

“No, it was the strangest thing.” Marissa related the finale. “So I offered him a reward, as was only proper. He invited me to have supper with him tonight.”

“Tonight?” Briana shot off her stool like a pheasant rising from a bush. She exploded into frenzied action, pulling gown after gown from the wardrobe, only to discard them each in turn. “Too dull; too demure; too ugly! Bah! We must prepare! Come, finish your bath, m’lady—there is much to do!”

With a long-suffering sigh Marissa tossed off the last of her wine and emerged from the tub to towel off. Briana was not quite at the hair-tearing stage yet, but it wasn’t far off.

“M’lady, your wardrobe, it is sadly lacking in elegance!” the maid complained as Marissa donned a robe of rich silk brocade, a birthday present from her mother. “You do not wish to disappoint this knight by appearing in rags, do you?”

Marissa rolled her eyes. This was a long-standing complaint. Briana considered it her sworn duty to ensure her mistress was arrayed to her best advantage. Marissa, when she was not in attendance on Queen Gwyndolyn, much preferred to bedeck herself in garments more suited to roaming the woodlands than the ballrooms.

“How do you ever expect to snare a man if you do not present a more pleasing appearance?” Briana chided.

“Snaring a man is not my ambition, as you well know. And, considering the current crop of eligible men in Caerfaen,” Marissa observed with some asperity, “such a task doesn’t rate a particularly high priority. Peacocks in dress, and peacocks in brains, the lot of them. Anyway, tonight is most decidedly not intended to lead to anything in the way of romance. It’s merely the fulfilling of an obligation.”

Just her duty to the man who had rescued her from the jaws of the dragon, she told herself for the tenth time.

Briana finally determined the green gown was the only one in a satisfactory condition for the evening, and went to work on preparing it. Later, the maid spent what seemed like hours grooming her mistress and arranging her hair in the latest fashion. Marissa had to acknowledge, when she finally looked in the glass as the clock struck seven, the results were surprisingly breathtaking. Now, if she could manage not to move, perhaps the spell wouldn’t be broken.


 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

Morgan tugged at his cravat. It felt unaccountably tight, and his fingers were clammy. He hadn’t been this nervous since the first time he’d gone into combat. What was it about Marissa duBerry that sparked this reaction?

The little pink-cheeked housemaid who had opened the door to him had been welcoming enough. Even though she was keeping a weather eye on him, to see he didn’t abscond with the silver, no doubt, her demeanor didn’t seem to indicate he was being considered a plague to the mistress of the house. Quite the opposite, in fact. She gave the impression of being quite pleased he was there to call for her mistress. So why did he feel like something pond scum wouldn’t associate with?

It was mainly, Morgan told himself for the fifth time, because he wasn’t used to this. He never sought the company of an attractive lady for an intimate dinner. Not from any lack of interest or desire, but merely the fact he was too blasted busy. Too occupied with his duties to the Legion, to the king, to Kilbourne.

And then there was this whole blasted business of playing at spies, with everyone from the Lord High Chamberlain to the boy who cleaned the grates thinking him an unscrupulous scoundrel. No wonder she had recoiled like she’d stepped in something nasty when he had told her his name. Morgan sighed.

Footsteps sounded on the stairs. Morgan relegated his own problems to the dustbin and turned his attention to the prospect of something more interesting. Like Lady Marissa.

Although he still wasn’t sure why he was here. Or why he’d asked her to dine with him. Oh, she was interesting, all right. But prickly as a hedgehog as well. So different from the simpering, fluttering females who…

Marissa appeared on the stairs. Morgan, feeling almost as if he’d been clubbed over the head, had a difficult time keeping his mouth from dropping open. When he’d left her at her door, she’d been bedraggled and disheveled. Now…

He managed to recover his scattered wits enough to exclaim, “Lady Marissa, you shall outshine the very stars.”

Those dratted instincts again, obviously working overtime. But it was true enough. She looked lovely—resplendent in an unpretentious gown of emerald green, with slippers dyed to match, her hair coiled in dark rings about her neck. A small choker of pearls hung around her throat.

What Morgan knew about ladies’ fashion was negligible. But he most definitely approved of this simple, elegant style, so far removed from the cumbersome frills and flounces embraced by most of the ladies at Court these days. And his words elicited a pleased smile.

~ * ~

He had no idea how much effort had gone into achieving that one compliment, Marissa thought. Although it wasn’t as if she was after compliments. She was merely fulfilling an obligation. Still, it was nice he noticed…

She floated down the stairs in the confection of silk and satin Briana had contrived, managing not to trip on the way down. It would have rather spoiled the effect if she’d taken a headlong tumble. And, a niggling little part of her mind chortled, landed in his arms again?

Marissa firmly suppressed this thought as she reached the foyer and extended her hand. Morgan bowed over it in time-honored fashion. He didn’t, she noted approvingly, try to kiss it.

Once he had handed her into the waiting coach and seated himself opposite, Morgan rapped on the wall. The driver clicked the reins, setting the pair of matched bays into motion. Morgan still had a dazed expression, like someone who has just awakened from a particularly pleasant dream.

Marissa looked about the interior of the carriage with a mixture of interest and approval. “Sir Morgan, this is most luxurious,” she said. “Your normal mode of transport?”

Morgan roused from his seeming trance. “No, I only hired it for the evening. I rarely need such luxury. My normal means of transport is Arnicus, with whom you were acquainted this morning.” Marissa gave a little shudder as she recalled the ride. “But this will serve much more comfortably to get us to our destination.”

“And where might that be?” She was allowing her curiosity to show, but it couldn’t be helped. She had been wondering all afternoon where he would take her.

“Ah, let it remain a mystery for a few
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